
Anatomy of a Safe and Effective Checklist 
 

Checklists are meant to be highly customized documents that create an inherently safe operation by 

operating within a rigid, repeatable, and controlled framework. To maximize their effectiveness 

checklists can, and should, be tailored to specific operations and equipment. Ultimately, they should 

be treated as living documents that are updated as necessary and routinely analyzed for 

completeness and usefulness. 

Mission / In-Office 
An in-office checklist is crucial to the success of a mission, or at the very least, will help in-field 

operations move as smoothly as possible. This section should be utilized in the weeks/days leading 

up to and include the day of the flight to ensure the flight has been properly planned and the flight 

area is safe given current weather and airspace conditions. This section is commonly expanded to 

include checklists to aid in mission planning, such as flight area size, battery management, or takeoff 

and landing spot identification. 

The in-office checklist can be systematically broken down into a timeline to aid in the pre-flight 

workflow. For instance, have an initial section for flight planning, airspace authorizations, etc. Then 

lead into a “1 week prior” section for NOTAM submission and further weather checks. Then “one 

day prior” for battery charging and SD card preparation. Finally, a “day of” checklist to ensure 

weather is still safe and there are no unexpected TFRs. 

Use In-office checklists to ensure all satellite base maps, flight lines, and other mission critical items 

are saved to the flight controlling device. Even if the flight area does have cellular data service, it is 

best to be prepared for an “offline” scenario. 

Finally, mission names, dates, locations, and job numbers should be finalized In-office. These simple 

tools are helpful in post-flight mission logging and data organization. 



Packing 
Proper packing prevents perpetually poor performance. As such, having an exhaustive packing list is 

an invaluable asset. Few mistakes waste more time than forgetting a key operational item. Packing 

items such as the aircraft, controller, and batteries may sound too obvious to forget, but why take 

the risk? Even the absence of seemly “non-critical items” can cause delays or worse. Items such as 

sunscreen, pens, and a phone charger should be considered critical items, as their absence may 

create distractions for the PIC or create a safety hazard. No item is too small or too large to list here! 

It’s all too easy to forget something as small as a pen, but it’s a big pain to work without. 

Often, this checklist will need to be updated to include additional items as more missions are flown 

and operational needs are refined. Longer, multi-day operations will require significantly more 

packing items. Consider the additional demands carefully to include items such as laptop and phone 

chargers. Finally, these packing lists should be airframe specific, as each aircraft will require its own 

set of equipment. 

Pre-Flight  
The pre-flight checklist is geared towards in-field use. Mainly this section will guide the PIC through 

the final stages of analyzing the operational area and preparing the aircraft for flight. Some items in 

this section may be general, applying to most operations, such as checking the flight area for 

hazards, while others should be specialized to the aircraft in use, such as finalizing the takeoff and 

landing areas. The items in this section should only have to be completed once per mission or per 

operating area. If the mission consists of multiple flights, generally this section would not need to be 

completed each flight, although the PIC should be aware of changing circumstances. 

Operational 
The operational checklist should give the PIC a step-by-step procedure to prepare the aircraft for 

and takeoff, guide the PIC through takeoff, and list any mid-flight actions. It should include hardware 

readiness checks, settings checks, flight path verification, and other flight specific items. The 

operational checklist must be aircraft specific and should be repeated with every flight. The detail 

and length of this section should reflect the complexity of the operation of the aircraft, i.e. a fixed 

wing should require significantly more operational items than a Phantom aircraft. 



Post-Flight 
The post-flight checklist should be completed at the end or a mission, or when moving projects 

areas. It should include procedures to properly stow the aircraft and other flight equipment. 

Additionally, it may be useful to include checks to ensure the working area has been cleaned, such 

as picking up aerial targets, flagging tape, landing pads, etc. It is also highly recommended to add 

steps during this phase to verify that all data has been properly saved to the SD card and all flight 

logs have been recorded. These steps will also be aircraft and mission specific. For instance, Multi-

Spectral flights may require radiometric calibration at the end of a mission, or flights using PPK may 

require additional checklist items to pack up a base station. Essentially, the post-flight checklist 

should ensure that you are prepared to return to the office with all equipment securely packed and 

all data in hand. 

General Considerations 
Checklists are only useful if they are used! With that being said, checklists are a balance between 

being quick but too sparse and perfectly thorough but impractically long. If the list is too short, 

critical details may be forgotten. On the other hand, if the checklist is too lengthy or detailed, the 

chances of the operator skipping or thoughtlessly checking boxes is increased. There is a happy 

medium where the checklist isn’t unwieldy yet ensures all critical steps will be completed. The best, 

or at least safest, method (in our opinion) to optimizing the length vs detail of a checklist is to start 

at the longer end of the detail spectrum and methodically condense that checklist over time. 

Carefully consider your personal and external safety requirements and as you build and optimize 

your checklist to ensure they are not compromised by brevity. 

On the other hand, if you find yourself repeatedly completing an action that isn’t on your checklist, 

put that action somewhere in the checklist. It is probably a critical step if it is routinely done. 

In general, is a good idea to have a “notes” section. This allows the operator to record any 

conditions surrounding the flight. This can be anything from weather and wind recordings, to flight 

anomalies, incidents, near misses, or potential suggestions for future checklist modifications. 

Finally, have a system in place to archive your checklists. You can put “archive this checklist” right on 

the checklist! 
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